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In the European Union's list of political priorities, Latin America probably ranks number six, coming after the EU itself, the United States, Russia, the Middle East and booming Asia. Furthermore, the EU and some of its larger Member States have not played an entirely positive role in the region, instead seemingly continuing to view it as the prize in a lowintensity geopolitical game with the United States. Underlying this outlook is a belief that Latin America is genuinely a victim of its powerful northern neighbour, a belief that is probably a reflection of guilt and paternalism from Europe's own colonial history. In addition to the low priority and confused approach, Brussels and the 27 Member States seem content to subcontract their relations with Latin America to Madrid and maybe Lisbon, who have mishandled this opportunity. This is a pity, since a focused and realistic EU could play a crucial role in the Western hemisphere. This is the one area of the world that could still be susceptible to a positive influence from the EU-and the European business elites seem to understand this better than the politicians do. By avoiding paternalistic and great-power complexes and instead drawing on its recent history of successful transitions and a relatively high standing with our elites here, an EU-influenced transformation in Latin America would prove fortuitous for the long-term success of the EU itself. Ideally, Prague is better equipped than Madrid for this taskgiven the right political will-and Cuba could be the main vehicle to achieve this transformation. As with the campaign to grant the EU Parliament's Sakharov Prize to Cuba's main dissident, this effort could be led by the European People's Party together with the Conservatives and Liberals of the EU.
Latin America's gathering storm. Unlike Eastern Europe and now Russia, the Far East, South Asia and even isolated spots in the Middle East, which all evidence a strong upward trajectory economically and even socially, Latin America seems stuck in neutral. There are some bright moments of decisiveness and reform, but overall the region is stagnant economically, socially and politically. To make matters worse, it has once again become a geopolitical battleground, featuring home-grown strongmen spreading their illiberal model to the rest of the hemisphere, again in alliance and potential alliance with foreign powers seeking to undermine Western values-and not only those represented by the United States. Latin America seems to lack the will or the tools to reform itself. While the illiberal forces have their pan-regional leaders in Havana and Caracas, the democratic forces lack a leading figure and a model. They even lack friends. Several regional presidents had pinned their hopes to counter chavismo and castrismo on Vicente Fox, the charismatic rancher executive who resembled the Mexican movie hero Jorge Negrete, loved throughout Latin America. But they were disappointed. Fox's first visit as president-elect in mid-2000 was to the Cuban embassy to make amends, followed by a trip to Nicaragua, where he embraced former dictator Daniel Ortega (who used that encounter in his campaign commercials) and then to Chile, to praise the overthrown leftist president Salvador Allende at his memorial. Fox surrounded himself almost entirely with elements of the previous regime, including some alleged criminals. Later, it also surfaced that his first foreign minister may have worked for Cuban intelligence in the past. Regrettably, Fox is not the exception. An ongoing study conducted with colleagues in the rest of the Western hemisphere reveals that only a minority of Latin America's presidents in the last 100 years could indeed be considered good leaders-the type the EU countries take for grantedwho combine just three basic qualities: honesty, legitimacy and competence. In our straw poll, only 20% passed the test, with the rest displaying either incompetence, illegitimacy or corruption, but oftentimes a combination of all three. In Mexico, for example, only two presidents in the last 100 years combined these three qualities according to our (admittedly subjective) preliminary study. Probably the greatest leader ever in Latin America was Juscelino Kubitschek, president of Brazil in the late 1950s. Though hardly known outside his country, this modest visionary is fondly recalled as the father of modern Brazil and serves as a unifying figure even today. Though not exactly a strict fiscal conservative (he increased debt) nor an environmentalist (his moving the capital to the interior destroyed swathes of the Amazon), the democrat Kubitschek indeed put the country on the map of industrialised powers, inviting foreign investors (especially the automotive industry), forging a special relationship with Dwight Eisenhower's United States, and later dying as a democracy activist attempting to return Brazil to the rule of law. He is proof that Latin America could indeed become master of its fate with good leadership. But there are others like him, including a string of government leaders in El Salvador, Chile and Costa Rica, plus the nononsense (and highly popular) Alvaro Uribe in Colombia. With Washington's help, they are at the forefront of building liberal economies and are a buffer against the populist contagion. Not surprisingly, these countries are where European business leaders have chosen to direct their investments. Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez openly admits to financing subversives elsewhere-his country's national budget includes line items for 'alternative groups' in target countries such as Mexico. However, Mexican President Felipe Calderón made it a priority to re-establish good relations with Havana and Caracas, refusing to criticise their actions. Indeed, Mexico (typically for the region) seems centro@cadal.org www.cadal.org June 20, 2008 unable to understand the implications of this new trendinstead hoping to appease it. Calderón should think twice. As in Soviet times, the biggest prize for the illiberal Left is Mexico-for its size, its northern border and its 'cultural superpower' status in the hemisphere. The Chávez ally narrowly lost the presidential election to Calderón in 2006, despite the reported millions of dollars of support from his patron. If the illiberal Left does eventually take over, it is unclear whether Mexico would allow its institutions to be dismantled or its Congress replaced by a puppet 'constituent assembly' as happened in Venezuela, Ecuador and Bolivia; or whether a leftist president would step back from such an effort, as Luiz Inácio 'Lula' da Silva did in Brazil. In any case, an agitated and violent southern neighbour would probably prompt the United States to finally seal its border as the human waves would likely increase beyond the current yearly flow of 300,000 migrants-as happened in Cuba, Nicaragua, Venezuela and other nations where similar governments took over. While Mexico today harbours surprisingly few geopolitical ambitions, this could easily change with an illiberal leftist and his Cuban and Venezuelan advisors.
The EU between Munich and Maginot. The European
Union is a great experiment that has inspired elites and populace alike in once-barren parts of Europe to reinvent themselves for the sake of joining the prestigious club. Though its economic value is disputed, few doubt the EU has transformed its immediate neighbourhood by what Harvard scholar Joseph Nye calls 'soft power'. But despite its efforts and resources, the EU has essentially failed to spread its soft power beyond Europe. Apart from Turkey, there is little evidence that the EU has influenced the Middle East, including North Africa. Russia is actively countering the EU's soft power in Serbia and Belarus, and becoming a divisive factor in the EU itself. England's soft power from colonial times in India and Hong Kong (whose example served China's reformers such as Deng Xiaoping) proved very fortuitous for the destiny of those two giants and therefore the world, but it's unlikely that the EU will have much influence on them in the future. While some view the EU as a counterweight to the United States, more enlightened leaders today realise that in a world that includes China, India and ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations), the EU should see itself as part of a global family that includes other liberal democracies in alliance against resurgent challenges. This will likely include the United States and Canada, plus other members of the 'political West' such as India and Japan. The great landmass that is Latin America could tip the balance one way or another, and it is currently up for grabs-yet one would not guess this by observing the official policies of the EU and its larger Member States here.
The Treaty of Rome (1957) 20, 2008 political EU itself fails to appreciate the true value of a liberal Latin America, judging by its indulgence of demagogues and its almost nil assistance to the actual and potential Kubitscheks. Take for example election observation missions, the one area where the EU could directly contribute to frustrating the spread of illiberalism. Instead of tracking and denouncing the tens of millions of Venezuelan petrodollars supporting leftist agitators in other countries, or the de-institutionalisation, violence and electoral fraud that follow their victories, the EU instead has essentially endorsed these takeovers. EU observer missions in Venezuela and Ecuador came in for criticism (see for example de Castella 2008), but the case of Mexico is also illustrative. In a crucial election in the world's largest Spanish-speaking country in July of 2000, Europe was largely absent (except for warm words from Polish legend Lech Wa³êsa from faraway Gdañsk supporting Vicente Fox). In a preparatory gathering of EU ambassadors and electoral observers, the basic consensus was to turn a blind eye to the expected electoral fraud which would have put Fox's opponent-the former secret-police chief and candidate of the official regime party in power for 70 years-in office. One key EU ambassador even commented that, fraud and all, that election would be a step forward in Mexico's history. The one exception to the blasé attitude of these European officials was the Italian scholar and politician Rocco Buttiglione, who single-handedly forced the EU machinery to make the signing of the pending EU-Mexico Association Agreement conditional on a clean election-perhaps a factor that compelled President Ernesto Zedillo to unexpectedly recognise the opposition's victory. (Typically, the EU failed to capitalise on this accidental yet non-trivial achievement.) While the official United States was no better (the Clinton administration and both presidential candidates also tacitly endorsed the one-party regime in those elections), Besides a vague notion of global democracy and the common good, the EU should support the liberal (or, failing that, the conservative or traditionalist) forces in Latin America for two more realist reasons besides the internal cohesion mentioned above: to blunt the spread of anti-Western values which also threaten the EU, and to protect the EU's financial interests in the region. It is rarely noticed that Chávez and Castro represent a direct affront to the EU itself-by their training and funding of insurgencies such as the Polisario in northern Africa, their threat to nationalise Spanish banks, their entente with Islamic radicalism and Colombian narco-terrorists, their supporting Alexander Lukashenko with a half-billion dollars and their open slighting of European democracy. Their support in some key EU circles seems paradoxical but not too surprising, given the larger Member States' traditional fetishes for strongmen. It would not be the first time the EU is called to rise above the pettiness of its Member States. From a business standpoint, the EU will increasingly need Latin America in the decades ahead for several strategic products (such as biofuels). Investment and trade are likely centro@cadal.org www.cadal.org to flourish, but only if liberal forces and ideas take root in the region. EU politicians would do well to notice where EU investments are going-towards the liberal regimes. Industry and investment have traditionally collapsed when the demagogic Left takes over, due to nationalisation of industry, price controls, export restrictions, corruption and forced geopolitical reprioritisation. Venezuela today is experiencing a form of de-industrialisation and even food shortages in the middle of the oil boom-all the while creating a parasitic red oligarchy and destroying the middle class. Even when individual EU countries or companies negotiate special treatment or assurances with a despot (as with Moscow's gas pipelines), the EU as a whole suffers. In any case, Spain's perceived right to tutelage may be misplaced. As Spanish thinker (and a founder of the Liberal International) Salvador de Madariaga would say, Latin America is not the child of Spain, but instead, Latin America plus today's Spain are the offspring of a Spain that has long ago ceased to exist. His grandson, the EU high representative Javier Solana, has wisely heeded this advice and shown congruence towards Latin America-unlike the newer generation of his fellow Spanish Socialists.
Cuba to the rescue? Paradoxically, but quite realistically, Cuba could become a source of inspiration for Latin America. But instead of inspiring misguided Rousseauean romantics, corrupt demagogues and guerrillas, this time the island nation could give hope to those forces attempting to reform the hemisphere. It could also be the main conduit of European soft power into the rest of the region. So far, only Chile has provided (albeit reluctantly) a model for the reformist forces of the region. Costa Rica is also oftentimes touted as an example of a socially sensitive democracy-although it's still basically poor. All the other examples are too deeply flawed to offer any kind of model. Cuba could use its pending transition from communism to escape the cultural pathologies of latinoamericanismo, just as several other nations did with the even more pernicious 'Central Europeanism' of interethnic conflict, militarism, poverty and war. The only democracy east of Switzerland in the interwar period was Tomáš Masaryk's Czechoslovakia. However, today there are over a dozen functioning democracies in the region-countries that took advantage of good leadership and a social consensus to dramatically reinvent themselves. The transition from communism provides this opportunity, if the elites take advantage of what Leszek Balcerowicz calls the 'window of opportunity', before the honeymoon of extraordinary politics gives way to the restraining humdrum of ordinary politics. If a post-authoritarian Cuba decides to go further than a mediocre status-quo ante transition and finds the courage to model itself as a Caribbean Estonia, then the implications for the rest of the hemisphere will be profound. The goal should be to reorient EU policy towards a selfserving, pragmatic, hard-nosed and realistic strategy for Latin America: support the Kubitscheks. The EU could be the factor that determines if Latin America evolves from the adolescent of the Western world to one of its strategic assets. Latin America will change when its values change, and that takes leadership. For the sake of the EU and the rest of the political West, Latin America should continue its exotic traditions in cuisine, folklore and vibrant cultures, but like every good marriage partner, become refreshingly 'boring' in the affairs of everyday life.
